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ABSTRACT . : , -
- . An‘ assignment for high school or college students _
that requires them - to interpret what a poen may have c¢émmunicated to _ \\
e poet's coptemporaries can be valuable in ‘that it teaches then
- . th there isgﬁgﬁe than one way to:interpret a poem and that the
Tules of- interp tation are neither universal nor unchanging. Such an ) -
approach to poetry interpretation repudiates the philosophy of the
Nev Critics that states that a reader should ask "how" and not "whatw
& poem méans and that it is wrong %o 1limit a poem's meaning by
1deqtify£ng it completely with authorial intention. However, such an
- approach pegmits students %o read poems in their biographical and
" historical context and to gain practice in stating a thesis clearly T
(their interpretation of the poet's original intention) and to-defend .
that thesis.with proper evidence. It also allows them to accomplish a
literary critical paper and a library research paper in one
assignment. (AEA) : ‘ ) .
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Interpretation Thcoryﬁ:Rd Teachin Studenta How to Write about Poetry

N John C.. Schafer .
In the 1950's and early 1960's ‘New Critical approaches to litetature

were nccepted by .most teachers of literature in secondary schools and

colleges, Now, however, ~this consensus hns broken - down. In articlg N )

.
-

’ K 1ithe leading Journals sone acholara argue that meaning \1ea in th

text, aomeﬂdhy it {s 1dent1ca1 to the intention of the author, others

(“‘
insisg, it resides in the imind of thelreader, still others maintain that
' !

texts have no determinatg meaning at all., What should we teachers do

- ~
AY - B)

. when faced with such a confusion of possibilities? One alfernative is
[ ] . -

to ignore the hubbub altogether, think "This too will pass," and go on

teaching literature the w1g we have -always taught {t. I'd like to des-

*

cribe another alternative, an approach that I experimented with in a . -
. ST .
freshman composition class at the University of Michigan, but which

should work in an advanced high school‘class as well, The aim of my T

“projeqt was twofold: to give'atudénts practice in writing a theaia-gutdéd‘

paper and to introduce them to a new way of reading poetry. -
. E N 2l e

I decided right away that .I wanted mj’students to write about what- -;i

‘fhey thought a boem meant. To arrive at this deciuion,I had to repu&iate " 1

some of ‘my New Critical training because, of course, the New Criticg.said

one should aok how not whlt & poem means. Searchapg for what a poem means,

-

the New Critic. warned again and agatp, leads to the heresy of pariphraoe.

‘ . . .
L ~"A poem should not mean but be." That {s, said William K. w1mcitt "an

- i

epigram worth quoting.in every e.siy on poetry. nl Inotend of looking gor : o

nelnin; one should look for ironic contrasts. Tpe mogdel for the perfcct oo
7 !

qu Crlbioal essay vere those by ’Cleanth Brooks, many\of which are . o
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collected in the Well Wrought Urn (Neéw York: Harcourt, Brace & World,

. i967). Brooks, for exam;§§§ f1nds'1ron1c com lexit in wtrdaworth'o
’ p p y

) "Compooed Upon Heotminoter Bridge" becnune, he argues, it 1s "only when

9

\

. ¥ the poet sees the city under the semblance of death that he can asee it
as actually nlive" (r. 7). He finds ironic complexity in Herrick's

”Corinnh!n Gblng a-Maying'" because its domintht tone of pagan celebra-

tion {is undercut by Christian references to sin (p. 69). .

P
i

" The New Critics warned that in addition to the heresy of'paraphraaé

one must also avoid the intentional fallaq{: using the intention of the

»

author as a standard for~judging($he suéaess of a literary work. Search-

ing after intention, Wimsatt and Beardsley argued, }eids to a confusion

’
'
! . o

of personal and poetic studies, to an undesirable mixing or psychology

and criticism, In explicating & poem one shouid rely on internal or

v

gublié eyid;nce, evidence which béééuse it is i{n the poem or the {:Psulge

s ay&ilaﬁle to everyone, One should shun external or private evidence,
. - - - i
?nﬁgh as the reported conversation of a .poet explaining why he wrote the

//- . '

e Poem.z- The New Critics vere, of ‘0urae, reacting to their predecessora

" the biographicnl and hiqtorical critiﬁs,who they felt, 1nstead Of.read-

ST  ing poems as poems used them as documenta to prove or diaptdve & thesis
X . . _
,regarding the life of the poet or the age 1n which he lived. "Back to

.the tex&&" bécnme the slogan o{ Brooks and Vimsatt.. Never mind the
biogxaphicnl or historicnl context of the poem. Let's see what remaino

aftet we have excised the poem from its ppychological and cultural matrix.

\

I had accepted the New Critics' way of readiqg poems and pr ably

would hhve encoutaged my ipudénts to approach: poetry this way 1{F-I had not

- W
encountered E, D, .Hirsch's works The Validity of Interpretation (New
. , - Y
’ ‘ . ° . ) B} ‘
_ , .
~ * 3 ] =
‘ ’ v -q ‘ v - ) 4 y
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Haven: Yale University Press, 1967) and The Aims of Interpretation

ot )
(Chicago: University of Chicago Pfeaa, 1976). 1In these works Hirsch

argues that the {ntenE1onal-£glidcy, at least as it was applied by the._\'
followers of the'New Critics, is a pernicious doctrine because it ignbre.
a fact congfrning texts: namely, that they are wiitten by someone ;o say‘
aodéthihg‘to someone else; "When we fail to conjoin a man's intentions

to his wcrdq:'afguea Hirsch, "we lose‘the soul of speech, which 1s to .

oo . . . ‘ .
convey meaning and to understand what is intended to be.conveyed" (Aims,

P. 90). ngaéh distingdishes mdaning from significance. The meaning of
a text is what the duthor originally 1ntenddd it to,méan. Méaning is
cgable it doesn’t change with time or from reading to reading Signif-

_ icance, on the other 'hand, 1s a relationship between meaning and something
clse: a8 person, a situation,‘or a ddgceétion (Validity, p.‘8).' Unlike
ﬁcanlng, s}gnificadce changes: cge meaning of a poem by Donne:remninf .

- forever what Donne 1ntqued it to mean, but the signiflcdnée;the poem has ‘

for. us may differ frdm»that\;h@ch it had for Donde:s ¢ontqd$orar1es; This

distinction between meaning’ind significance 1s the'bao for a parallel

distinction betweed'interpretqtlon and cfiticisﬁ. An Anterpreter looks .

-

for meaning; a critic is cdncerned with stgnificanc; (p. 143).

Reading Hirsch reassured me that it vas all right to aak ltudenta
té~wr1te about meaning, but he .also disturbed my thiﬁking about my aaaign-
ment by forcing me to define meaning more’ exactly.‘flf my otudenbo chose |
a poem by, say, Hatthew Arnold, did I'want them to describe what tbe poem v
.- : communicnted to Arnold's contemporariu or what it communicated to them?

: .
" Did I vadt them to be interpreters or critics? ' -t v
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I decided I wanted them to become interpreters and search after .

original maan{ng'kecauoe I became enthusiastic about the kind of reading

AN

this search would entail. When > was a student, teachers asked me to T .

<

~discuss poima before I knew ;nyhing aboﬁt t biogynphy"of their authors S
or the history of the age in which they lived. While I enjoyed raading

poegry this wiy some of the time, I diqh't like bei%g made to do it all

éhe\timg. I also becgme convinced that 1f I 'knew more about the4 world in .

which the people who w%ote the poems lived, I would uﬁderatanq :ktter what

they vere saying. .Gﬁ% ;ea;éﬁ, therefore, having b;come ;\teacher, for
_encouraging my students to search for meaning as Hirsch defihes 1c--§s the

original 1nteﬁtiqn of the author--was that I knew thigxsearch would force . \K\
therx} to read poems in their biogra?phical and. histofi‘ﬁq;ntekt. Many

interpretations’ are possible, Hirsch argues; one can never be certain_whdt

X . .
i

the meaning of a poem 18--what the poet {ntended to say in writing it. But
some meanings are clearly more probable than others. An interpreter must '

read the poem closely, but read\nlso about the life and times of the poet,

Ity

and read some of hia other works, then decide dn the meaning th;.poei_mOlt
probably intended his’poem to have. One must be ready to defend one's
" ¢énclugion as to meaning by pointing out that it 1s more plausible than ,

other interpretations because it ‘coheres more closely w&th the typical

outlook of the poet, an outlook which one hqs to plece together through

L +

research (Validity, ﬁ;'238). | ‘ ‘- | -

This process Hirsch ¢allsq;a11dat;on by coherence and as an example
- #

of how_1t uorko he discusses two interpretations of Wordsworth's A Slumber

~ \

-Did.ﬁy Spirit Seal," one by Cleanth Brooks ﬁnd one by F, W; pateoon.3 In

" Brooks' interpretation, the image of Lhcy whirling around "1h_earthfo'

-
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diurnal course'" is a horrible imnge- the wvhole pbem, Brooks ouggeati,
emphaaizeo deldnesa. iﬁateaon, however, finds a "pantheistic magnificance o,

in the whirling image. He maintains that the pocp-emphlaizes life becauae
in the end of the poem "Lucy is actually more alive now that she is dead,

because she 1s a part of the life of nature anikrot just a human 'tﬁing.'”a

Bateson's interpretation is more probable, arghes Hirsch, because. it

coheres with Wordsworth's outlook when he wrote the poemi. In 1799 Words-

worth would have regarded a return to the rocks, stones and trees of earth

Y e

as a §edg?n to life; the "inconsolability and bitter irony" that “Brooks
finds.in the'poéh.werc not aspects of the poet's typfcal‘outlook ﬂValiQitx,‘
p. 239).

C - ‘ Besides eﬁabling'atudehts to read poems in cOnfext, I.thougbt,'thip
aséignment would ‘have another advantagé.- My students, like most I. guess,

\
lackéd skill "in discqvering a theais, stating it clearly, and defending it -

: "
with the proper evidence Searching for meaning defined as original 1nten-

tion would, I thought, encohrage;studente to practice ;hislthree step ‘
)
process. In ﬁlrach's ﬁpproacﬁ ;o‘intetpretation one states an hypothesis
regarding- meaning and then pearchgs for ev#dence_to validate {t. I feit
..this was &8 movement of the mind tha£_111 my students, the fpture scientists

- -_a; well ag the future Englf'sh majoré,'would'ﬂind.useful. Students wouid

go to_the library, I hoped, not to collect séme biog;dphical data on the

- » N

poet for use-as filler, or to find out from the expefts!whére the ironic

A Y o N

- complexities lay, but 'tn seareh of support for an 1nterpretation they had
)

elected to dcfend f’beClmq enthusiastic about accompl fshing the literary

critical paper and tho‘libraryhre-earch paper 1n\one ao.ignment.
So I carefully explained the approach, .then duplicated four poems, >
* o/ A ' o . oo ' . N . |
and agked them to try it out in a’ four or five page paper. ' 5
'y . a . ) ' . >
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Since they had never talked about poetry in this way before, there . [

)

was some underz(indablqranxiety at the start, but ultimately they liked

~ -

this assignment. Students appreciated my“stateﬁent that different inter-,
|

pretations were pob-ible. Several told me they disliked teachers who

insisted that only one interpretation--usually theirs--was correct. They

by

readilj nccepted the idea that they_yere!to choose the most plausible'

interpretation and defend it, 1 also sensed that the asslgnment did com-

- municate to many in the class that research with a purpose can be pleasur- \
able. On a questionnaire handed out after 1t_wis over most said {t was -

a challenging and useful exercise. The papers I received were good ih'

N\ ¥ Y

mahy reépects. Some students overemphasized external biographical and

B historical evidence and slighted evidence -from the poem, but most papers

A}

vere ?ell—organized defenses éfﬂg qusis_regarding the meaning of one of
th@ifour poems,

- Yhat troubled me was not what the™ assignment was teaching chem about

/ writing--I deciéﬁﬂ~it was teaching them some useful things about arriving

at a thesis and using eviQence--but whpt it vas leading them to believe

about poetry. One“of the.four poéms I suggested they write on was Eﬁvin - s
Arlington Robinédn'ss"Karma,“'a gsonnet sbout a businessman yhd.a% Christmas

tfme spots ; Salvation Army Santa on a street corn;r add.giv;o him a dime

to abpolve oone,guilt he feels for financially wrecking a2 business. asaoci-

e : .
. _ ate. One atudent determined from her research that this poem was an

¢

e L expression of the guilt Bobinson felt for not Hélping his brother Herman's -
family after his brother lost much of tbe Robinson family money through

[ . ' . : . . . ' .
some urwise speculation {in Wegtern real estate, The student marshalled

her éﬁidencc quite well and miiqged to prove that her intqrpretatién'wac

-
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at least within the realm of possibility, 1 worried, however, that Hirsch's

-

method was forcing on this, student a pather impoverished conception of

Robinson's poém. "Karma" might be in part'an expression of Robinson's
- ~ 7 . \
. N
guilt for being unsympathetic to his brother, but I was reluctant to assume
_ .

or let my students aqsume that thia was all the poem meant .
I had similar misgivings as I did the assignment along with my students.

. I chose Frost!s."The Road Not' Taken." 1In doing my research I read Frost

biographer Lawrence Thompson's explanation that Frost wrote this poem to -

chide his Welsh friend Edward Thomas. Lawrence explains that during Frost's
stay with Thomas in England Thomas took Frost.onaléng nature walks. When
they returned he always insisted that {f they had taken another rodd they

would have fopnd more interesting épec{mens. Frost wrote ﬁart of the poeh
before leaving England and finished it in New Hampshire. When {t wasf@ohe,a

-

he sent a copy to his Welsh friend, but.Ihomas;did not realize he was being

gently mqcked, perhaps because at the time‘Ihomas wag aédnizing over whether -
v L 2

to enlist in the army. In-1915 he did enlist.s‘ In his biogrnphy, Thompson
also ment{ons a tape recording of a spkech Frost made at the Breld Loaf
Writfr 8 Conference in which Frost says, {n reference to this poem: "I
wasn't talking about myself there, but about’ a friend who had gone off fo

14 : . . »
war, a petson,‘who, whichever road he went,,would be sorry he didn't go

the other."§ This and other hints make it fairly clear that Frost wrote

the poem with Thomas in mind )

“4

While I found this evidence uaeful in bolstering my feeling that the
pokm was mocking those who melodramatically exaggerate the importance of

- decisions mnde early in life, 1 was reluctant to 1dent1fy'the meaniﬁs 6£

. E 2N

thc poem with the originnl situntion,'hith Frost's experidhce with hio <

’ ’ ’ "
. v . N >

(1
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Welsh friend, But I was also reluctant fb fall back on the New Critical

K position and argue that Frost's experience with Thémag was ‘{xrelevant to .
7
the meaning of the poem, - ,

AY

I then read Paul Ricoeur's Interpretation Theory; Discourse and the

Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth: Texas Christian Universtty Press, 1976)

4 . .

where T found a compromise poaitioﬁ that I thing more corr?ctly captures \
" the quality of written texts, Ricoqur is in paft}ll agreement witﬁ the "

Ne@ Criticc.‘ He acknoﬁlédgea that 16 their article on the iqﬁen}iop&l

*fallacy wimoatg and Beardsley émphasize a? 1mporta6t'qu,11ty of written

texts. It is true, Ricoeur says, that for a written text

"
-

the apthor's intention'and the meaning of the text cease 4
to coinctdsé « « . Inscription becomes synonymous with the .
mantic autonomy. of the text, which results from the dis-
anhection of the mental intention of -the author from the
egbal meaning of ‘the text, of what' the author meant and
- what the text means. The text's cayeer escapes the finite
horizon lived by its author. What the, text means now matters _
more than what the aythor meant when he wrote it. (pp.29-30) .-

- Hirsch, Ricoeur continues, is wrong to maké tﬁe'aufﬁpr'y original intention

the sole basis for determining what a wriféen{}ext~means: “"In fadt, , . ."

~

says Ricoeyg, "the intention of the'authqzl is llst ‘as a paychical event,

f

Morgpvir, the intention of wyiting has no other expreaaién than . the verbal
: T b r : ' »

‘meaning of the text {tself" (p. 100). v o~
Byt the New Critics who believe in the semantic nﬁtqno;y of texts ’
are also Qfong‘ Ricoeur argues., If Hirach'? approach i{s too psychologized,

the New Critics' ;ppronch is too "de-poychdlqéized."- Hirsch is rlght to

?

v

point out that thie soul of Qpe;ch is lost when we fﬁil'to'join'n man's

intenkions with his words. If there iafﬁn intentional fallacy there is

{{ ¢ also the "fallacy of the absolute tixt;" By fallacy of the absolute texﬁ

Ricoeur means the New Critical prncfiée of "hypostasizing the text as an .

A ) . : .
] ) t . . w . ’

‘ . ' . . R ' el . B e ".3?‘..:, I.“..
. E : .'. e . S on ﬂ - '._ N




" as sémanticaily autonomous object.

¢ v o ~ Schafer -- 9

L * -
a - « I3
\ Sy
) 7}

\ ‘ ' ,

authorless entity." Hirgchﬁk?mmita.the intentional fallacy By ovérlooking
the aementig autonomy of the Eext; the New Critics cqmmit the fallacy of
the absolute text bf fofggtting that a text "fe;ain; a diacouro:’toia by
_aomebédy, said by someone to someone else aboutrsdmething"'(p. 30). “In’
other words, a poem 1olbot;.disc0ur;e and text, Bo:h a bpee;h gcé with

ties to a communicative situation, and a semantically autonomous object °
. r ) N -

removed from this situation. An 1ntgrpréter gragps the meaning of an

~ inscribed discourse or ;ext.only.by undérsganding that this meaning 1is

the result of a dialectic between the text as dialogic event and the text

y
{

Appiied to Frost's poenm, Ricoeur'; dialectic wou1d>\{\531nk, lead -
oné to the folléwing conclusiéns. ﬁThé Road Not TaEen" is wﬂ;g Frost
Antended 1t to be: a gentle joke on his friend Edward Thomas. It was
in a way addressed to his friend and so when he finished {t, Frost put
it ;n an-env?lope and gsent it to him. ﬁut in this poem abqut decision-
making Frqst 1._hot speaking only‘to Edward Thomas., Love is a mére per-
soﬁal oubjegt than making deci;ions, but, as T. S.'Eliog Sas pointed out,
even lovers do‘not write love poetry solely for'the eyes of their beloved.
When a text is in;cribed, Ricoeur iiys, the "narrowness of the dialogical
relation explodes," the text becomes lisgtate§ froﬁ the faﬁ;;to;face
_oituntion.a "The Road Not Taken," like all vritten texts, is potegtinlly

4

addressed to anyone who knows how to read. "

’

Wh&h_ny students turned in their papers I duplicated several and we

discussed them in class. .I encouragéd them not only to comment on their

classmates' papers but also to criticize the‘approich to interpfetation

1 had asked them to apply. Although most were intrigued by the challenge

-
-
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of reoonstructiog the author's original intention, like me they felt that
- 1t was wrong to limit a poem's meaning by 1dent1fying it completely with
authorial 1ntent1on. They didn't use words like aemantic lutonomy of
: ) the text” and "dialogic event, " but they 1nsiated that the meaning had
’ : Ito be in the poem ag well as in the ‘author. They were 1mprenaed’w1th how .
5 | _' becoming familiar with a poet's llfe and times helps one undera;and;a_ooem.
They were particularly,ihpreased with the paper of one student who had
e researched thoroughly the social and religious climate of 19th century
England and had used his knowledge skilffully in defending his thesis re-

: garding the meaning of Arnold's_"Dover Beach.!" But at the same time they
dnsisted that they were 1no1uded'ih the aodiepce Arnold, Robinson, and
Frost intended forﬁtheir poems. They.rebelled against any notiqe of J‘,
textual meaning which would not allow the poems to speak to them.

‘ I think it was a valuable assignment--because it taught students
. some;hing about writing,'about poetry, and about critical theory, It
didn't introduce them to the complete panorama of poasibilities regarding
| ) the 1nterpretation of literary texts. Reader-centered approaches such as = a
! those advocated by David Bleich and Norman Holland were not covered, for
example, But at least 1t taught !ludents that there 1o~more than one way
to read a poem, Becauoe noe only a poem but also the way one reads poetry

wvas an object of 1nquiry, they learned that the rules of interpretation -

are neither universal nor unchanging.
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